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(the Praça of Bubaque,  the main urban area  in  the Bijagó  Islands, with no 
working street  lights, sinks  into darkness at sunset). It  is delito, one of the 
young boys I am working with. he  is a seventeen-year-old 9th grader at the 
1  This article is based on fieldwork carried out in 1999 / 2000 and 2002 in Bubaque. funding was 
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local  liceu (secondary school). his mother is from the island of Uracane, his 




































and with  little  if any hope  for  their  future, migration  to Europe appears  to 
them to be the only viable means of social promotion. Income and education 
are  not  the  sole  motivations  of  their  aspirations  to  mobility,  however.  The 
young men’s fantasies of migration to Europe are based on a developmental-
ist narrative framework that creates a cartography of centres and peripheries, 
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The urban structure of the Praça developed around the island’s two ports: 
the one built in colonial times and now in ruins, and the other, presently in 












The  Praça  is  what  mary  louise  Pratt  would  call  a  ‘contact  zone’  (Pratt 
1992),  where  Europeans,  Bijagó,  and  people  coming  from  other  regions  of 
Guinea-Bissau or from neighbouring african countries to trade, cohabit side 
by  side.  Even  though,  according  to  the  statistics,  the  Bijagó  were  still  the 
majority in 2002, mainly after the civil war of 1998 / 1999 many fulas, Bal-
antas, Pepels and mandingoes moved to the Praça. In 2002 about a hundred 
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GUInEa wIll noT RIsE anymoRE
after independence in 1974 and for about a decade afterwards ‘progress’ (pro-
gresso) and  ‘development’ (desenvolvimento)  seemed at hand  in Guinea-Bissau 
during the euphoria which followed the struggle for political liberation. struc-
tural adjustments and political instability, however, have determined since the 








following  the  1998 / 1999  civil  war,  which  impoverished  the  country  and 






































much of  the perception  the young men have of  their  country  and  their 
future must be understood within this wider national experience of ‘decline’. 









numbers  of  young people  into  the post-independence  socio-economic  and 
political (dis)order. while opportunities for young secondary school gradu-
ates  to  pursue  higher  studies  decrease,  the  number  of  unemployed  young 
people  increases  at  an alarming  rate  as  the  state  –  the principal  employer 
of the diplomées – has been cutting down on its expenditure. Even educated 
young  people  are  today  confronted  with  a  lack  of  opportunities,  blocked 
social mobility, and despair about the future. In urban areas throughout the 
country young people seem constrained to remain young (dependent, defi-
cient,  single,  etc.) with no easy access  to wages, marriage, or  autonomous 
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ThERE Isn’T anyThInG hERE
young people in the Praça of Bubaque clearly realize the condition they are 









you  don’t  remember  about  the  people  you  left  behind.  This  is  what  the 















the  parties  and  their  candidates,  as  well  as  about  the  latest  political  news. 
facing the inability of yalá to restore political stability, they were pessimistic 
about real political change and disappointed by the general, continuing inef-
ficiency of the state, and by the rumours of corruption. ‘Djitu ka ten’, things 
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aspirations to ‘development’ led them to partially or totally reject the social 
hierarchies of the villages, moving to town to be enrolled in formal secondary 








is  lingering  in  a  position  of  marginality  by  respect  to  the  ‘modern’  centres 
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young men seem to have a negative identity. what they do not have con-
stitutes their actual world, defining their local specificity. most conversations 
about  the  condition  of  young  people  in  Guinea-Bissau  focus  on  what  they 














































migration  is  one  –  if  not  the  easiest  –  ‘navigational  tactics’  to  escape  from 
social  exclusion  and  marginalization  (Vigh  2006:  106).  The  fancied  migra-
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maybe I’ll just come back for holidays. Being a doctor, a teacher, or any 
other thing in Guinea-Bissau is pure madness. There are no job opportunities 










out. you see, all sons of Guiné want to go to Europe [tudu fidju di Guiné misti 
bai Europa]. The only ones that do not want to go, it is because they have 
something here, but I don’t have anything. Guiné is good if you have money 














to move [N’cansa di Guiné, Europa i terra sabi. N’ka misti fica lì, N’misti passa].






idea of  involuntary  immobility, proposed  recently by  Jørgen carling  (2001; 










































fascination for  ‘Europe’. This motive is not immediately manifested, as  it  is  in 
138    loREnzo BoRdonaRo  etnográfica    maio de 2009    13 (1): 125-144
 contrast  with  their  tactical  self-representation  as  ‘victims’  –  a  form  of  limited 
agency mats Utas (2005) defined as ‘victimcy’. But indeed their burning desire 
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young people moving to town, or willing to move on to Bissau or to Europe is 
to develop themselves, their ‘mentality’. The idea of ‘self-development’ shows 
how  socioeconomic  indicators  can  infiltrate  into  the  psychological  domain, 
re-enacting locally bio-cultural colonial concerns about the different stages of 




and  the  institutions of  a modern nation-state,  like  settling  in  town, having 
a paid  job,  attending  school, wearing  ‘western’  clothes,  people  say  that he 
‘has gone to become a white’, ‘bai sedu branku’. white, branku, are also several 
things associated with urbanity and therefore, indirectly, with the features of 



























incorporated in the Estatuto Político Civil e Criminal dos indígenas of 1929. The legislation was revised in 
1954, when the term assimilado came to replace civilizado, but it was abolished only in the major reforms 
of 1961.
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young men  seek wealth  through migration,  they  also  aspire  to  a process of 

























dual  categories  like  developed / underdeveloped,  centre / periphery,  which 
may be traceable to the period of colonial rule, continue to have relevance and 
SAi forA: yoUTh, dIsconnEcTEdnEss and asPIRaTIon To moBIlITy…    141
are locally used because they express something fundamental about a world 
order that exhibits marked continuities with the asymmetries of the colonial 













the opposite direction. we might  call  it  ‘globalizing  strategy’,  denoting  the 
local aspirations to the ‘global’, how people crave for and dream of it, however 
they might locally configure it. In our fetishization of local agency, we cannot 












man. he gave up, and  told me he did not  really mind. we were  sitting on 
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